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Abstract

Contrary to longstanding arguments that equate parties with durable, information-
rich brand names, relabeling of parties is not rare, and in many countries it is not
even very unusual. This paper provides the first effort to document this neglected
phenomenon. It finds that across European democracies, roughly a third of all parties
have relabeled themselves at least once since 1945, and a similar proportion of elections
include at least one party running under a new name. It then presents analyses of why
parties change names more frequently in some circumstances, finding support for three
explanations derived from the existing literature: parties with longer-standing brands
are less likely to shed them, but relabeling is more likely for parties that suffer electoral
setbacks and for parties in weaker party systems. Finally, it presents evidence that the
end of Soviet communism made left parties more likely to rename themselves.
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Much of the existing literature on political parties considers one of their primary functions

to be providing a “brand name” to groups of politicians seeking to win office. Through their

labels, parties identify candidates to voters and provide voters with information about their

ideological preferences. In short, party labels convey established reputations and provide

a crucial information shortcut for voters (Aldrich 1995; Campbell et al. 1960; Downs 1957;

Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991; Snyder and Ting 2002). In legislatures, politicians under the

same labels behave similarly though the degree of this intra-party coherence varies across

parties and party systems (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991; Snyder

and Groseclose 2000). A tacit assumption of the literature is that party labels are unlikely

to change; given the informational assets that a party label carries, the longer it lasts the

better it serves.

As a result, party name change has been viewed as an anomaly caused by internal and

external shocks that disturb the status quo equilibrium (Harmel and Janda 1994; Harmel

et al. 1995; Harmel and Tan 2003) or a phenomenon symptomatic of unstable, weakly in-

stitutionalized party systems (Mainwaring and Scully 1995; Stockton 2001; Mainwaring and

Torcal 2006). Put differently, the existent literature suggests that party name change is

or should be rare. This paper provides a first empirical investigation of how often parties

actually change their names. Further, it provides a first test of how well the phenomenon

can be explained by the theories implicit in the existing literature—those regarding brand

exposure, electoral shocks, and weak party systems.

Overall, this paper finds that party name change is not as rare as typically assumed.
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Across European democracies, roughly a third of all parties have relabeled themselves at

least once since 1945, and a similar proportion of elections include at least one party running

under a new name. In addition, it finds that the existing explanations generally perform well

in predicting when parties in the European context choose to relabel themselves. In line with

the brand-exposure hypothesis, long-established party names are less likely to be discarded

than newer ones. As the electoral-shock hypothesis suggests, poor electoral performance

tends to precipitate relabeling. Lastly, conforming to the prediction of the party-system-

weakness hypothesis, parties in systems with a higher degree of electoral volatility are more

likely to change their labels.

Parties as Brand Names

In the commercial context, brands are understood as the names and symbols used by firms to

differentiate their offerings from those provided by competing firms (see, e.g., Jevons 2005,

117). As parties are in competition for citizens’ votes in a fashion similar to how sellers

compete for consumers’ spending, it is no surprise that terms like “party brands,” “political

brands,” “ideological brands,” or “brand leaders” are increasingly in use in recent research

on parties (see, e.g., Needham 2005, 2006; Scammell 2007; Woon and Pope 2008; Pope and

Woon 2008; Lupu 2013; Neiheisel and Niebler 2013; Winther Nielsen and Vinæs Larsen 2014).

Viewed as a brand, a party contains in its label some form of established reputation

and image. Lupu (2013) describes a party brand as being composed of prototypes that

voters associate with that party. It is this brand equity attached to a party label that
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increases the likelihood that a candidate affiliated with the party wins elections, all else

equal (Aldrich 1995). Parties as brands enable voters to differentiate among broadly similar

political products, such as candidates and their labels reduce the cost to voters of information

on candidates and parties themselves. Voters using party labels as an information shortcut

can make informed decisions based on the ideologies and policy issues represented, albeit

vaguely, by each party label without knowing all the details (Downs 1957; Kiewiet and

McCubbins 1991). In this regard, researchers of voting behavior have long recognized party

identification as one of the most decisive factors that explain an individual’s voting decision

(Campbell et al. 1960).

Besides their function in the electorate, party labels also play a role as brands for politi-

cians in government. Through legislating and voting consistently according to their party

platform, politicians in the legislature build expectations and reputation about their be-

havior, adding more brand value to their party label (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991; Cox

and McCubbins 1993; Pope and Woon 2008; Woon and Pope 2008). Given that individual

members of the legislature are constantly exposed to incentives to pursue their individual

interests which oftentimes are in conflict with their party goals, a brand-value-laden party

label is not something that is achieved effortlessly. Nonetheless, studies show that parlia-

mentary parties manage to build reputations and brand name value for their labels through

exerting a substantial amount of disciplinary power over their individual members (Cox and

McCubbins 1993; Rohde 1991, 1995; Snyder and Groseclose 2000).

We note from the discussions above that the extant literature on parties as brands assumes
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that party label change is unlikely. Since there is information attached to the party label in

a form of reputations or expectations, a change in a party’s label impairs its brand name.

Also because a brand name is a long-term product, once the label is changed, it takes time

to restore the informational value it used to have under the old label, which in turn hurts

the party in the political market by denying voters the informational heuristic they depend

upon in choosing to lend that party their support.

Due to this assumption of stability, the existing literature does not have much to say

about the causes of party relabeling. Instead, it raises the normative concern that party

relabeling is undesirable for representation in a democracy. It confuses voters by making it

harder for them to identify candidates than otherwise, which in turn hinders the voters from

voting “correctly” as they would with full information (Lau and Redlawsk 1997).

When Do Parties Change Names?

How then can we understand party relabeling? In this section, we propose three possible

explanations that can be inferred from the existing literature on party politics and market-

ing. The first is the brand-exposure hypothesis. As discussed above, the parties-as-brands

literature is based on an assumption of stability: party labels are informational assets that

are only gradually accumulated over time and therefore, from a party’s perspective, relabel-

ing is an extremely costly exercise. This parallels the view of research in marketing. Strong

brand equity is a product of well-maintained long-term brand management; an overarching

consistency and a subtle balance between continuity and innovation are crucial to brand
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repositioning and extension (see, e.g., Aaker 1991; Muzellec and Lambkin 2006; Merrilees

and Miller 2008). As a result, changing a brand’s name is a radical and profoundly risky step:

“As the name is the anchor for brand equity, the change of name might not only damage

the brand equity, it might simply destroy it” (Muzellec and Lambkin 2006, 807). Whether

in politics or the marketplace, rebranding means that the awareness of and positive asso-

ciations with a name—awareness and associations that took years to build—are eliminated

overnight.

A strong party label is a political brand that enjoys a high level of awareness and repu-

tation of providing quality goods and services in politics, provokes lots of positive associated

images and reputations among voter-consumers and thereby elicits strong loyalty from them.

Such strength, then, is a long-term product, and once acquired, a party loses a great deal

by relabeling itself: A party damages the basis of its brand equity when wiping out its es-

tablished label. Here, label experience—that is, brand exposure—for an extended period

of time is a necessary condition for a strong party brand. Therefore, the brand-exposure

hypothesis stipulates that the longer the party label has been used, the better it serves as a

brand, and the more costly it is to change. Therefore, brand-exposure hypothesis predicts

that the more times a party has put a name before voters, the less likely it is to change that

name.

The second is the electoral-shock hypothesis, which we draw from the literature on party

change. This literature examines factors that cause changes in a party such as leadership

change, platform change, or institutional reforms. From this standpoint, parties are organi-
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zations, and like other organizations they are essentially conservative, preferring the status

quo over change (Michels 1962; Panebianco 1988; Harmel and Janda 1994). Among busi-

nesses, underperformance in the market is a common trigger for organizational change, a

bid for revitalization (Merrilees and Miller 2008). Similarly, parties are likely to undertake

reforms only when a party experiences a disappointing performance at the polls. “Electoral

defeat and deterioration,” Panebianco (1988, 243) wrote, “exert very strong pressure on the

party” to change.

Previous work has found empirical support for this theory. Examining a broad index

of 26 forms of organizational change—including party relabeling—in British and German

parties from 1950 to 1990, Harmel et al. (1995, 3) concluded that poor electoral performance

was the “mother of change.” Janda et al. (1995), in a study of eight parties in Britain,

Germany, and the United States over the postwar period, found that these parties grew

more likely to seek to put a new identity before the electorate by changing the relative

salience devoted to different issues in their manifestos as their electoral performance grew

more disappointing. On the basis of the electoral-shock hypothesis, we therefore predict that

the more disappointing their performance in the last election, the more likely parties are to

change their names.

The final explanation we propose is the party-system-weakness hypothesis, motivated

by the literature on party system consolidation. A consolidated or stable party system is

defined as the one in which interactions among its constitutive parties are well established

and widely known. This concept entails stability and regularity in the patterns of interparty

7



competition and strong ties between parties and electorates (Mainwaring and Scully 1995;

Mainwaring and Torcal 2006; Randall and Sv̊asand 2002; Sartori 1976; Tavits 2008; Toole

2000). According to this literature, parties that lack a stable support base are considered less

institutionalized and a system that is characterized by many such parties is deemed weak

and undesirable. As a result, voters in such party systems vote erratically from election to

election, which is captured by high levels of electoral volatility.

In order to understand the relationship between party system consolidation and party

relabeling, it is worth paying more attention to the aspect of strong party-voter ties that

is entailed in the concept of party system consolidation. Mainwaring and Scully (1995)

emphasize the importance of a party’s having stable roots in society as a measure of party

system consolidation. A system with stable party-voter ties implies that parties have already

obtained solid political brands and voters have many positive associations with their labels.

Put in terms of the marketplace, stable party-voter ties represent a high degree of brand

loyalty, one of the most valuable dimensions of brand equity (see Aaker 1991). On the

contrary, a weak party system implies an absence or a low degree of party brand loyalty

where the majority of voters do not display loyalty or a strong emotional attachment to

any of the parties in the system. Instead, these political consumers are largely undecided

in terms of their party identification. In short, the former setting indicates strong party

brands whereas the latter suggests weak party brands. As a consequence, it is expected that

in the former setting, party name changes would incur considerable costs, discouraging this

practice, while the cost of party relabeling would be lower in the latter, making relabeling
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more common. This is the crux of what we term the party-system-weakness hypothesis. In

line with this prediction, then, we hypothesize that the more electoral volatility there was

in the last election, the more likely parties are to change their names.1

The assumption of the party-as-brand literature that party labels are enduring, information-

rich signals is only potentially troublesome—and the theories outlined above are only useful—

if parties periodically shed their brands in favor of new labels. In the next section, we provide

a first enumeration of the extent of this phenomenon across the democracies of Europe.

Party Relabeling Across Europe

One unfortunate consequence of the lack of scholarly attention to the phenomenon of party

relabeling is that many relevant datasets have often treated the actual names of the parties

whose characteristics they record with a certain cavalier disregard. For example, the party

that is recorded in the ParlGov database (Döring and Manow 2012) as simply “Gaullists,”

actually first appeared on French ballots in 1946 as the Union Gaullist (UG), then as the

Rassemblement du peuple français (RPF), then as the Union pour la nouvelle république

(UNR), then as the Union pour la défense de la République (UDR), and finally, in the 1973

elections, as the Union des démocrates pour la République (again UDR). This inattention

presents a formidable challenge.

We identified Wolfram Nordsieck’s (2014) Parties and Elections in Europe as the best

1One might also argue to the contrary that a system of weak party brands raises the incentive for parties

to stand out by retaining their names and thereby building stronger brands. We are grateful to a reviewer

for raising this point. We allow the question to be settled empirically below.
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available cross-national source on parties’ names. Norsieck has drawn on a host of country-

specific resources to carefully identify the parties that contested national elections across

the continent, the names they ran on, and their vote shares. One disadvantage of this

source, however, is that the information it contains is spread across many separate webpages

and the information on party names appears only as blocks of text. Nevertheless, taking

advantage of the webscraping and text-handling capabilities of the R packages XML (Lang and

the CRAN Team 2015) and stringr (Wickham 2015), we were able to collect and transform

the data into a format suitable for analysis. Our resulting dataset encompasses 537 parties

in 429 different elections held in 31 European democracies (all 28 current EU members,

plus Iceland, Norway, and Switzerland), for a total of 3295 party-election observations. Our

variable of interest, relabeling, is dichotomous, taking on a value of one when a preexisting

party runs with a different name than it used in the previous election and zero otherwise.2

Figure 1 presents a summary of these data from 1945 to 2012. Panel (a) reveals that

while most European parties do conform to the expectations of parties-as-brand theorists, a

substantial minority—some 28%—have relabeled themselves at least once. Slightly over 3%

of parties, in fact, have done so three or more times. Foremost among these is the major

French party of the right, alluded to above, that began as the UG. Currently known as Les

Republicains (LR, the Republicans), it has in its history contested elections using no fewer

than seven other names.3

2As the example of the French Gaullists given above suggests, it may be the case that not all name changes

are in fact equal: sometimes parties retain one or more words—or more rarely, the party acronym—as hints

of their previous label to cue voters. We leave exploration of these ‘partial’ name changes for future research.
3In fact, the adoption of the label Les Republicains occurred only in May 2015, too recently to be included
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The distribution of relabeled parties across elections is similar, as shown in the figure’s

panel (b). Nearly a third of the democratic elections held across Europe since 1945 have

included at least one party running under a new name, about one in six had two or more

renamed parties, and nearly 4% of all elections had three or more renamed parties. The

Italian elections of 1996 and 2001 were contested by six and five newly relabeled parties

respectively.

Panel (c) of Figure 1, however, reveals that there is considerable variation in relabeling

across countries. In Sweden, only three of the eight parties that have contested elections

since 1945 have kept the same name through their entire existence: the long-dominant

Socialdemokratiska Arbetarepartiet (Social Democratic Worker’s Party, S); the short-lived

Ny Demokrati (New Democracy, ND), which ran in just two elections; and the far-right

nationalist Sverigedemokraterna (Sweden Democrats, SD), which was founded in 1988. On

the other hand, none of the eleven parties of Ireland or the eight parties of Malta changed

their names even once.

in the data examined here.
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Figure 1: Party Relabeling Across European Democracies
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Explaining Party Relabeling

The Nordsieck data that we collected contains only one additional piece of information: each

party’s share of the vote in each election. To provide a dataset that incorporated a range

of additional characteristics about parties and the elections they contested, these data were

then merged with the ParlGov database, a process that required a great deal of careful

recoding due to the latter’s aforementioned inattention to the names parties employed as

well as more prosaic differences in how these names were recorded. Small parties that won

less than 1% of the vote in an election frequently (but not always) go unrecorded in the

ParlGov data, and ParlGov also excludes information on Croatia. For these reasons, the

merged dataset includes just 2832 observations, that is, about 86% of the Nordsieck data.

Brand Exposure. To test the brand-exposure hypothesis’s claim that long-established

party names should be less likely to be discarded than newer ones, we counted the number

of times a party’s pre-existing name had been put before the voters in elections before the

current contest. For new parties and parties that had just relabeled themselves in the past

election, this variable takes on a value of zero. On the other hand, nearly 1% of the parties

had used their names twenty or more times previously. The median value of brand exposure

in this sample is three.4

Electoral Shock. The electoral-shock hypothesis of party relabeling maintains that

4Despite the readily evident skew in this variable, we found no evidence for a nonlinear effect of brand

exposure on party relabeling; see Model A1 in Table A1 of the web appendix for these results. Operational-

izing brand exposure as the age of the party’s name in years yields substantively similar results to those

presented.
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parties which suffered a disappointing result at the polls become more likely to rename

themselves in the next election. To measure such shocks, we use the difference between

each party’s share in the previous election and its average vote share in the elections it

contested before that point, divided by that average vote share, and multiplied by -1 so

that losses are positive and gains are negative. The difference between a party’s most recent

performance and its previous average vote share effectively captures the change in party

fortunes rather than their level (cf. Fairbrother 2014), while normalizing this difference by

the party’s average ensures we distinguish between the very different expectations that a

loss of 2 percentage points has for a party that had averaged 40% of the vote and one that

had typically won 4% of the vote. The highest decile of parties by electoral shock lost in

the previous election more than 37% of their average vote share to that time; on the other

hand, the lowest decile experienced negative shocks (that is, gains) of more than 41% of

their previous average performance.

Party System Weakness. As the defining characteristic of weak party systems is high

levels of electoral volatility, we operationalize party-system weakness using the Pedersen

index of volatility in the previous election: half of the sum of the gains and losses in the

vote shares of all parties (Pedersen 1979, 4). The median value of this variable across all

post-war elections was 9.35%. Of course, there was considerable variation in the strength of

European party systems in the post-war period: 10% of elections exhibited party systems

at least as weak as that of Belgium after the 1981 election, when 43.5% of the vote shifted

among parties, and 10% of elections exhibited party systems at least as strong as that of
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Finland after the 1979 election, when only 4.6% of votes changed hands.

Control Variables. There are a number of other variables that are linked, either con-

ceptually or empirically, to those used to test these three theories and that are therefore

important to include as controls. The first of these is the age of the party: it is possible that

parties that have used the same name for many elections become less likely to rebrand not

because their brand has had more exposure to the electorate but rather because the party

itself has become more institutionalized over the years. Party age is measured the number

of years since the first election each party contested in the post-war era, and this variable is

logged to take into account the likely diminishing marginal effect of additional years.

A second plausibly important control variable is party size. Larger parties may be less

likely to shed their names than smaller ones, not for how long the voting public has been

exposed to the brand, but simply because their brand has proven more successful. Party size

is measured as each party’s average vote share in the elections it had to that point contested.

For similar reasons, parties may be less likely to rename themselves when they are part

of the incumbent government. The ruling party is able to effectively increase its visibility

among the public and is given ample opportunities and resources to offer the electorate some

benefits for which it can claim credit later (e.g., Erikson 1971; Mayhew 1974; Collie 1981; Cox

and Katz 1996; Scheiner 2005). Heightened visibility in particular means that the incumbent

party has a better chance to construct some form of reputation or image associated with its

label, accruing brand value to it.

Finally, in larger party systems, elections are more crowded with entrants than in smaller
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party systems (West and Spoon 2013, 9). Parties in more fragmented systems therefore have

more competitors, and they are in a situation where they might be expected to employ

a more aggressive marketing strategy, perhaps including party relabeling, to attract more

voters than those in a system with only a few effective parties. Further, when voters face a

larger number of smaller parties, they may have difficulty figuring out which party stands for

which, inundated with party labels that provide weaker information cues (Scheiner 2005).

How this circumstance affects the propensity to relabel is an open question. The relative

lack of brand value in their labels may be argued to heighten party’s need to retain the same

label to provide any information to voters at all, or it may lower the costs of choosing a new

name. More importantly for our purposes, electoral pluralism and volatility—the sine qua

non of party system weakness—are positively related empirically. This makes it crucial to

distinguish any effects of these two phenomena. We measure the size of the party system

with the effective number of electoral parties in the previous election.

We also tested whether democratic age or electoral system type affected parties’ propen-

sity to adopt new names. These variables proved to have little independent explanatory

power and did not affect the conclusions drawn regarding our variables of interest; see Ta-

ble A3 in the web appendix. A potential confound that we were only partially successful

in addressing is the role of party splits and mergers. Offshoots are the easiest of the cases

but also the most trivial: they are considered in our data to be new parties, and as such

are not coded as having changed names. It is plausible that their complements, parties that

see a faction leave to form a new party, would be more likely to relabel themselves, but
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data to identify such parties within the full sample of countries and elections considered here

were unavailable. Mergers are similarly difficult to identify consistently. One feasible, if not

fully satisfying, operationalization of mergers comes from ParlGov’s coding of party families,

which includes a category for ‘electoral alliances.’ Including a dummy variable identifying

mergers this way in Model 4 of Table 1 does find support for the hypothesis that mergers

make parties more likely to relabel, but it also shows that the inclusion of this variable does

not substantively affect the results we report.

To analyze these data appropriately, we must take into account their hierarchical struc-

ture. Our unit of analysis is the party-election. Presumably, some parties have characteristics

that make them more likely than others to engage in relabeling; to the extent that these

factors remain unobserved, the errors associated with observations of the same party will not

be independent of each other. Similarly, some elections may be particularly likely to prompt

relabeling than others, and as noted above, some countries’ parties appear to be more likely

to relabel than those of other countries. Neglecting this hierarchical structure would yield

underestimated standard errors (Steenbergen and Jones 2002). Because party-elections are

nested in both parties and elections, neither of these two levels are nested within the other,

and both are nested within countries, we estimate a cross-classified hierarchical model with a

separate error term for each party, election, and country. Further, as our dependent variable

is dichotomous, we employ logistic regression.

The results appear in Table 1. The first three models test the predictions generated by

each of the three hypotheses of party relabeling singly: along with the battery of control
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Table 1: Predicting Party Relabeling, Cross-Classified Hierarchical Models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Brand Exposure −0.19∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03)
Electoral Shock 0.61∗∗ 0.50∗

(0.22) (0.21)
Party System Weakness 0.03∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01)
Party Age, Logged 0.36∗∗∗ 0.09 0.18∗ 0.44∗∗∗

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Party Size 0.01 0.00 −0.00 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Incumbent Government −0.45∗ −0.46∗ −0.46∗ −0.45∗

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
Electoral Pluralism 0.18∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.12∗ 0.13∗

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05)
Intercept −3.72∗∗∗−3.64∗∗∗−4.15∗∗∗−4.11∗∗∗

(0.38) (0.42) (0.42) (0.38)
Log Likelihood -586.46 -594.82 -590.02 -574.65
Party-Elections 2574 2574 2574 2574
Parties 445 445 445 445
Elections 361 361 361 361
Countries 30 30 30 30
Variance: Parties 0.00 0.57 0.50 0.00
Variance: Elections 0.26 0.20 0.17 0.24
Variance: Countries 0.43 0.88 0.51 0.21
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

variables, Model 1 includes brand exposure as a predictor, Model 2 electoral shocks, and

Model 3 party system weakness as measured by the Pedersen index of electoral volatility.

Model 4 tests all three hypotheses together. Figure 2 displays the first differences in the

predicted probability of party relabeling, calculated from the results of Model 4, with the

sample mean of the dependent variable used as a baseline. The left panel displays the

estimated changes in the predicted probability as the independent variables move from one

18



Figure 2: First Differences in Predicted Probability of Party Relabeling
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Note: Based on results reported in Table 1, Model 4, calculated from a baseline
probability equal to the sample mean.

standard deviation below to one standard deviation above their mean values; the right panel

shows these estimated changes over the independent variables’ full observed ranges.

According to these models, each of the hypotheses is supported. First, there is consid-

erable support for the brand-exposure hypothesis that the longer a party has employed a

brand, the less prone that party will be to discard it. In both Model 1 and 4, the cofficient

estimate for this variable is negative and statistically significant. This estimated effect is

substantively significant as well: according to the results of Model 4, the predicted probabil-

ity that the most-experienced party names observed, those like that of Denmark’s Radikale

Venstre (Radical Left, RV) that have been used in 24 previous elections, are replaced is 15

percentage points (with a 95% confidence interval of 11 to 20 points) lower than a party name

put before the voters just once before, assuming otherwise typical circumstances. Moreover,

this result is not simply an artifact of newer, and perhaps less institutionalized, parties being
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more likely to discard their names. In fact, when brand exposure is included in the model,

it is older parties that are estimated to be more likely to relabel themselves.

Next, we turn to the evidence regarding the electoral-shock hypothesis of party relabeling.

Models 2 and 4 indicate that parties are, as this hypothesis predicts, more likely to relabel

after suffering a setback at the polls. Compared to a vote share in line with a party’s previous

average, a drubbing in the last election like that suffered by the Bulgarian party now known

as Sayuz na Demokratichnite Sili (Union of Democratic Forces, SDS) in 2005, when its tally

fell 21.1 points—73% of its prior average vote share—increases the predicted probability of

a name change in the next election by 2.9 percentage points (95% C.I., 0.4 to 5.9 points),

given otherwise typical circumstances. (As it turns out, the SDS did in fact rebrand itself

by running in 2009 under the banner of the Sinyata Koalitsia (Blue Coalition, SK).) This

result provides support for the view that parties relabel themselves in response to electoral

shocks.

Finally, the models of Table 1 also show support for the party-system-weakness hypothe-

sis. Volatility, the defining characteristic of weakly institutionalized party systems, is indeed

a strong predictor of party name changes. In fact, when the Pedersen index of volatility

reaches 50%, as it did in Poland’s 2001 election, the predicted probability of relabeling in

the next election for otherwise typical parties increases 9 percentage points (95% C.I., 4 to

15 points) over when just 5% of the vote is redistributed among parties.

Although more pluralistic electorates tend also to be more volatile, (R = 0.26), the re-

sult just described for party system weakness obtains even though electoral pluralism is also
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included in the model. Pluralism in the electorate is itself a predictor of party rebranding.

When voters are divided among a larger number of parties, parties are more likely to rela-

bel themselves. Given otherwise typical circumstances, the probability of changing names

increases by 7 percentage points (95% C.I., 1 to 13 points) when the effective number of

electoral parties in the last election was 9 (typical of recent elections in Belgium) rather than

2 (as is common in Maltese elections).

Moreover, the estimated effect of party system weakness does not depend on party char-

acteristics. Models A2 through A4, presented in Table A2 of the web appendix, include

interactions of volatility with brand exposure, electoral shock, and party size, respectively.

None of the estimated coefficients of these interaction terms reach statistical significance, and

in fact all of these estimates are vanishingly small. It would seem that all parties—regardless

of size, success in the past election, and the experience of voters with their brands—become

more likely to relabel themselves when much of the electorate does not display loyalty to

any party, just as the party-system-weakness theory predicts.

Ideology and External Shocks: The Collapse of Com-

munism

Having found support for each of the three theories of party rebranding discussed above,

we turn now to a final argument found in the literature on parties and party change. In

elaborating the circumstances beyond electoral shocks that may be expected to cause parties
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to seek to reform their identities, (Harmel and Janda 1994, 270) point to events that raise

doubts even among the purists within the party regarding whether its key policy positions

and ideology are correct. This theory borders on tautology when expressed in general terms,

but their primary example, “the impact of the fall of the Berlin Wall and the failure of

Soviet communism” on parties of the left (Harmel and Janda 1994, 270), yields a readily

testible hypothesis when applied to rebranding: the events of 1989 constituted an external

shock that led parties that held positions on the ideological left to be more likely to relabel

themselves.

We draw on the left-right ideology variable in the ParlGov data, which is based on the

expert surveys presented in Castles and Mair (1984); Huber and Inglehart (1995); Benoit

and Laver (2006); and Hooghe et al. (2010). The variable has a theoretical range from 0

to 10; to facilitate interpretation, we reverse the original scale so that higher values indi-

cate party ideologies further to the left. Missing data in this variable reduces the size of

our sample somewhat, so for the sake of comparison, Model 5 of Table 2 presents the re-

sults when applying the specification of Model 4, Table 1 to this restricted sample. The

results are substantively similar, though the magnitudes and statistical significance of the

estimated coefficients for electoral shocks, incumbent government, and electoral pluralism

decline somewhat. Model 6 adds the ParlGov measure of left ideology; it provides no evi-

dence that parties on the left or right are particularly likely to change their names, and the

results for other variables are unchanged. Model 7 adds a dummy variable that is coded

one for elections held after 1989 and zero otherwise. Its results indicate that, on average,
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Table 2: The Fall of Communism and Party Ideology, Cross-Classified Hierarchical Models

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8
Brand Exposure −0.18∗∗∗−0.18∗∗∗−0.18∗∗∗−0.17∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Electoral Shock 0.44† 0.44† 0.46∗ 0.47∗

(0.23) (0.23) (0.23) (0.23)
Party System Weakness 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Party Age, Logged 0.34∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗ 0.28∗∗

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Party Size −0.00 −0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Incumbent Government −0.37† −0.37† −0.36† −0.37†

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
Electoral Pluralism 0.11† 0.11† 0.08 0.08

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Left Ideology −0.01 −0.01 −0.08

(0.04) (0.04) (0.06)
Post-1989 0.52∗ 0.01

(0.22) (0.43)
Left Ideology × Post-1989 0.11

(0.08)
Intercept −3.61∗∗∗−3.57∗∗∗−3.61∗∗∗−3.27∗∗∗

(0.40) (0.43) (0.42) (0.49)
Log Likelihood -512.99 -512.97 -509.98 -509.03
Party-Elections 2254 2254 2254 2254
Parties 361 361 361 361
Elections 331 331 331 331
Countries 30 30 30 30
Variance: Parties 0.35 0.35 0.31 0.32
Variance: Elections 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00
Variance: Countries 0.13 0.13 0.10 0.10
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

European parties were more likely to rename themselves after the fall of the Berlin Wall than

before; according to this model, the predicted probability for an otherwise typical party was

estimated to increase 3 percentage points (95% C.I., 1 to 6 points) in the post-Cold War era.
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Model 8 incorporates the interaction of the post-1989 dummy with left ideology to test the

conditional hypothesis that the collapse of communism prompted left parties to rebrand and

so present a new identity to voters. Interaction terms require special care in interpretation.

In particular, the estimated coefficients of their constituitive terms should not be interpreted

in isolation. Rather, the coefficient of one constituent variable, such as the post-1989 period,

must be assessed over the observed range of the other constituent variable, such as left

ideology (see, e.g., Brambor, Clark, and Golder 2006, 71-72). In other words, the effect

of the post-1989 period on a party’s propensity to relabel is now estimated as not only as

the coefficient of the post-1989 dummy but the sum of that term and the product of the

coefficient of the interaction term and the value for that party on the left-ideology variable:

∂Propensity to Relabel
∂post-1989

= βpost-1989 + βpost-1989×Left IdeologyLeft Ideology . This quantity is plotted in

Figure 3, which shows that the estimated coefficient for the post-1989 period is very nearly

zero and not statistically significant for parties with low scores on the left-ideology variable

but becomes larger and statistically significant at higher values of left ideology.

For a party with an ideological profile similar to Sweden’s Vänsterpartiet (the Left, V),

which was scored at about 8.2 on the 0 to 10 ParlGov scale, the fall of Communism was

estimated to increase the probability of party relabeling by 6 percentage points (95% C.I., 1

to 10 points), again assuming mean values for all other variables. (The party had competed as

the Vansterpartiet Kommunisterna—the Left Communists, VKP—until changing its name

in 1990.) For parties just to the right of center (those with a left-ideology score of 4),

the predicted probability of relabeling increased by 3 percentage points (95% C.I., 0 to 6

24



Figure 3: Effect of the Collapse of Soviet Communism by Ideology
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Note: Based on results reported in Table 2, Model 6.

points). For parties even further to the right, the estimated effect of the events of 1989 are

not distinguishable from zero. The massive shock that was the collapse of Communism in

Eastern Europe led many parties on the left, even those like the Vänsterpartiet that had

been vocal critics of the Soviet Union, to decide to present a new brand to voters.

Conclusions

This paper provides the first effort to quantify party relabeling across Europe and tests

three explanations derived from the existing literature—regarding brand exposure, electoral
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shocks, and weak party systems—to understand party name changes in the European setting.

It shows that across European democracies, roughly a third of all parties have relabeled

themselves at least once since 1945, and a similar proportion of elections include at least one

party running under a new name. Our analyses find support for all three of the hypotheses

of party relabeling derived from the extant literature. Specifically, brands that have been

exposed to the electorate more often tend to be less likely to be replaced than their newer

counterparts. In line with the theory of electoral shocks, parties that did poorly in the last

election are more likely to relabel. And, as the weak-party-system theory suggests, parties

within party systems with a high degree of electoral volatility are more likely to change their

labels.

In this paper, we present the first comprehensive dataset that documents relabeling of

parties covering all European democracies since 1945. This dataset will help researchers in

the field greatly by redressing existing data sources’ inattention to the names with which par-

ties actually contest elections, an inattention that has no doubt reinforced scholarly neglect

of this aspect of party behavior.

Our findings contribute to the larger literature on parties as brands by providing the first

systematic test of these arguments in a cross-national setting, and, as such, they also provide

important theoretical implications regarding party relabeling as a party strategy. First, the

existing literature generally assumes party labels are constant and therefore neglects to

consider the issue at all. As we have shown, however, at least within Europe’s democracies,

party name changes are not rare. This fact suggests that theories of parties and partisanship
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that have considered the information conveyed by a party label to be determined by the

party’s policy positions and alliance behavior relative to its opponents (see, e.g., Snyder and

Ting 2002; Lupu 2013) would benefit from revisions incorporating whether the party retains

its current label or chooses a new one.

Second, the evidence in favor of the brand-exposure, electoral-shock, and weak-party-

system theories suggest that parties choose if and when to rebrand themselves quite ratio-

nally. Parties change their names when their existing names have not yet acquired much

brand equity, or when these names have accumulated negative associations, or when voters

show little inclination to remain loyal to any party whatever its brand. The high frequency

of relabeling suggests that relabeling should be viewed as part of the repertoir of effective

party strategies instead of a mere abberation.

Third, and relatedly, these results suggest that the normative concern that changes to par-

ties’ names deprive voters of the information they need to vote correctly has been overstated.

In accordance with the brand-exposure and weak-party-system theories, name changes are

most likely to occur in circumstances where the existing names conveyed the least informa-

tion.

Although we find support for the brand-exposure, electoral-shock, and weak-party-system

hypotheses, further study should yield additional insights. These explanations surely do not

encompass all of the circumstances that lead parties to relabel themselves. One additional

possibility is that parties change their labels as a means of signaling to voters their commit-

ment to new appeals or promises. That is, relabeling may be used as a signaling device, with

27



the cost to the party brand lending additional credibility to the signal. Whether taking a

new name is in this way generally used as a complement to strategies such as changing policy

positions (see, e.g., Harmel et al. 1995) or varying the emphasis given particular issues (see,

e.g., Janda et al. 1995) that parties employ to change their images before the electorate or is

instead more commonly a substitute for these more substantive strategies, however, remains

an open question. The consequences of relabeling, most importantly for parties’ electoral

support, is also a promising avenue of inquiry. More fully explaining the phenomenon of

party relabeling by developing such theoretical arguments and collecting the quantitative

and qualitative data appropriate to testing them are tasks for future research.
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A Appendix

Table A1: Descriptive Statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

Party Relabeling 2,832 0.07 0.25 0 1
Party Age 2,832 19.09 17.55 0 65
Party Size 2,773 12.59 13.28 0.00 68.20
Incumbent Government 2,832 0.29 0.46 0 1
Electoral Pluralism 2,574 4.76 1.77 1.71 13.81
Brand Exposure 2,832 4.47 4.73 0 24
Electoral Shock 2,773 −0.02 0.39 −3.74 1.00
Party System Weakness 2,646 16.49 15.81 0.10 89.75
Proportional Representation 2,686 0.81 0.39 0 1
Mixed System 2,686 0.12 0.32 0 1
Democratic Age 2,832 32.59 19.62 0.00 66.00

35



Table A2: Additional Specifications, Cross-Classified Hierarchical Models

Model 4 Model A1 Model A2 Model A3 Model A4
Brand Exposure −0.19∗∗∗ −0.19∗ −0.19∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.08) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Electoral Shock 0.50∗ 0.50∗ 0.49∗ 0.66† 0.48∗

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.35) (0.21)
Party System Weakness 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.02∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Party Age, Logged 0.44∗∗∗ 0.44∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗ 0.45∗∗∗ 0.43∗∗∗

(0.09) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.09)
Party Size 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Incumbent Government −0.45∗ −0.45∗ −0.45∗ −0.46∗ −0.44∗

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
Electoral Pluralism 0.13∗ 0.13∗ 0.13∗ 0.13∗ 0.13∗

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Brand Exposure2 0.00

(0.01)
Party System Weakness × Brand Exposure 0.00

(0.00)
Party System Weakness × Electoral Shock 0.01

(0.01)
Party System Weakness × Party Size 0.00

(0.00)
Intercept −4.11∗∗∗ −4.11∗∗∗ −4.08∗∗∗ −4.14∗∗∗ −4.00∗∗∗

(0.38) (0.39) (0.40) (0.39) (0.39)
Log Likelihood -574.65 -574.65 -574.62 -574.47 -573.91
Party-Elections 2574 2574 2574 2574 2574
Parties 445 445 445 445 445
Elections 361 361 361 361 361
Countries 30 30 30 30 30
Variance: Parties 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Variance: Elections 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.24
Variance: Countries 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.20 0.22
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1
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Table A3: Institutional Effects, Cross-Classified Hierarchical Models

Model A5 Model A6 Model A7
Brand Exposure −0.19∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗ −0.19∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Electoral Shock 0.50∗ 0.49∗ 0.49∗

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
Party System Weakness 0.03∗∗∗ 0.02∗∗∗ 0.03∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Party Age, Logged 0.45∗∗∗ 0.46∗∗∗ 0.47∗∗∗

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Party Size 0.00 0.00 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Incumbent Government −0.39† −0.46∗ −0.39†

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
Electoral Pluralism 0.12∗ 0.14∗ 0.13∗

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Proportional Representation −0.58 −0.60

(0.42) (0.43)
Mixed System −0.44 −0.46

(0.49) (0.49)
Democratic Age −0.09 −0.11

(0.13) (0.13)
Intercept −3.60∗∗∗ −3.85∗∗∗ −3.29∗∗∗

(0.54) (0.52) (0.66)
Log Likelihood -558.95 -574.39 -558.64
Party-Elections 2514 2574 2514
Parties 433 445 433
Elections 349 361 349
Countries 30 30 30
Variance: Parties 0.00 0.00 0.00
Variance: Elections 0.28 0.24 0.28
Variance: Countries 0.15 0.21 0.15
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1
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